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On Jan. 10, the Supreme Court began deliberations on an appeal by two ex-military officers who
were previously convicted by a lower court for ordering the assassination of Orlando Letelier, killed
in September 1976 in Washington, DC. The Letelier case has come to symbolize human rights abuse
and military impunity during the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). The Court is
hearing arguments on the appeals of retired Gen. Manuel Contreras Sepulveda, head of the secret
police (Direccion de Inteligencia Nacional, DINA) during the Pinochet dictatorship, and Brig. Gen.
Pedro Espinoza. Meanwhile, the impending Supreme Court decision coincides with a political crisis
in Chile over the construction of a special prison for military officers. Letelier, foreign minister
during the administration of former president Salvador Allende (1970-1973), was killed along with
his aide, Ronnie Moffit, on Sept. 21, 1976, when a car-bomb exploded as they drove through the
streets of Washington, DC (see NotiSur, 02/02/89 and 05/15/90).
Michael Townley, a US citizen and DINA agent, confessed and was found guilty in a US court
of carrying out the assassination. However, the military officers who ordered the assassination
were protected from extradition during the dictatorship. Both Pinochet and Chilean military
officials claimed Townley was a CIA agent out to discredit the Pinochet government (see NotiSur,
03/30/93). After Chile returned to civilian rule, then president Patricio Alywin granted an amnesty
to perpetrators of human rights abuses during the military dictatorship. However, the amnesty
specifically excluded those responsible for Letelier's death. More than 3,100 people were killed,
disappeared, or tortured by Pinochet's security forces in the years following the 1973 coup,
according to Chilean government figures. On Nov. 12, 1993, Contreras and Espinoza were convicted
of ordering Letelier's assassination and sentenced to seven and six years in prison, respectively (see
NotiSur, 11/19/93).
The Supreme Court began hearing the appeals on Jan. 10 and is expected to issue a ruling within the
coming weeks, with the proceedings broadcast live on national television for the first time in Chile.
The chief lawyer for the prosecution is Fabiola Letelier, sister of the murdered diplomat. Among the
evidence presented to the Court will be documents sent by the Paraguayan justice department that
implicate Contreras in the Letelier assassination. According to a Jan. 12 report in the Paraguayan
newspaper ABC Color, the documents also implicate Contreras in the assassination attempt against
Bernardo Leighton former Chilean vice president under Allende and his wife in Paris on Oct. 6,
1975. The evidence was part of the "horror files" discovered in Paraguay in 1993, which detail the
repressive network that connected the military dictatorships in the Southern Cone during the 1970s
(see NotiSur, 02/16/93 and 05/07/93).
The Supreme Court hearing has generated tension between President Eduardo Frei's government
and the military. According to socialist deputy Juan Pablo Letelier, son of the slain minister,
the army has been pressuring members of the Supreme Court to commute the sentences of the
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two military officers. In an interview published Jan. 15, military judge Fernando Torres Silva
said, "There is definitely concern about the Supreme Court decision. Everyone knows a strong
feeling of solidarity exists among the military." The families of the victims have accused Torres
Silva of spearheading the effort to keep Contreras and Espinoza out of jail. Meanwhile, tensions
surrounding the Letelier affair have been further aggravated by a government decision announced
shortly before the Supreme Court began its deliberations to construct a new prison in the country
to be used solely for military personnel. Human rights groups and opposition politicians claim
the decision is a thinly veiled attempt by the civilian administration to soothe tensions with the
military by providing Contreras and Espinoza with "red carpet" treatment during their terms in jail
should the Supreme Court reject their appeals. Indeed, shortly after the appeals process began, Gen.
Pinochet now defense minister publicly expressed his concern that, if the convictions are upheld, the
two retired generals will have to serve time alongside common criminals.
Initially, President Frei's acquiescence on the prison's construction generated dissent within his
administration. For example, Public Works Minister Ricardo Lagos resigned in protest on Jan. 6, but
he later withdrew his resignation after intense negotiations within the Frei cabinet led to a decision
by the government to submit a bill to Congress to authorize the prison construction. Lagos had
refused to sign the construction order, saying a separate facility for military personnel found guilty
of human rights abuses amounted to giving them special privileges.
The bill is now being hotly debated in the legislature, where opposition politicians on both the right
and left have harshly criticized the government for caving in to military pressures. Deputies on the
right say the facility would violate the "equal before the law" provision of the Chilean Constitution.
Leftist opponents have called it a "five star hotel" that is being built specifically to accommodate
Contreras and Espinoza. Not surprisingly, the prison controversy has also spurred street protests
by human rights groups. In early January, a dozen protestors were arrested during demonstrations
in front of the government palace, La Moneda. Despite the opposition, however, on Jan. 12 the
lower house passed the bill authorizing the prison's construction. The measure will now go to the
Senate for approval. (Sources: Amnesty International Report, 1988; Latinamerica Press, 03/04/93,
03/11/93; Associated Press, 01/06/95; Inter Press Service, 01/04/95, 01/06/95, 01/07/95, 01/09/95;
Reuter, 01/06/95, 01/12/95; Agence France-Presse, 12/16/94, 12/28/94, 01/06/95, 01/09/95, 01/12/95,
01/14/95; Spanish news service EFE, 01/06-09/95, 01/15/95)
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